More than 70 000 North Korean children are so malnourished that they need hospital treatment, the UN said last week in appealing for US\$221 million in aid for the isolated northeast Asian country.

Although Pyongyang\'s nuclear brinkmanship has diverted attention---and aid---from the humanitarian crisis, Rick Corsino, director of the World Food Programme (WFP) in North Korea, reminded potential donors that food shortages and a collapsing health-care system have left a "chronic emergency" with no end in sight.

He was speaking alongside representatives of four other UN agencies after the launch of the body\'s annual consolidated appeal for needy countries across the globe.

On Nov 18, UN Secretary-General, Kofi Annan, requested \$3 billion to help 45 million people caught up in 21 wars and humanitarian disasters. But officials acknowledged that it will be difficult to achieve this target. With donor nations having already pledged \$13 billion to rebuild Iraq, it is feared that fewer funds will be available to alleviate crises in less prominent nations such as the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Uganda, and Tajikistan.

North Korea\'s problem is very different. The year-long stand-off over its nuclear weapons programme has generated much publicity, but also antipathy from two of the countries that were formally the biggest donors: the USA and Japan.

Despite the entreaties of the UN, Tokyo has not given even a grain of rice to North Korea for 2 years. During that period, Washington has cut its aid by 80%. As a result, the WFP had to scale back its distribution plans by about 40% this year---a reduction that has affected 3 million children, pregnant women, and elderly people.

In making an appeal for next year, aid workers urged wealthy nations not to mix politics and humanitarian aid.

"We want to send a very strong message to those donors who are faltering that we are investing in Korean children. The political situation is not their fault, but they are taking the brunt of the consequences", said UNICEF representative Pierette Vuthi.

UN aid workers have been operating in North Korea since 1995, when the famines were so bad that refugees reported people dying in the streets. Since then, the international community has been providing food for about a third of the country.

Although harvests have improved, UN officials said domestic production was still 20% short of minimum needs and malnutrition remained at alarming levels.

Economic reforms aimed at nudging North Korea towards a market economy have widened income disparities and made it harder for those without land and those with low wages to secure food. 8% of children under age 5 years have acute malnutrition. Many of them and other vulnerable groups are being kept alive with aid, but the shortfall of donations has meant distribution breaks of up to 9 weeks in the past year.

"If the gaps in aid get any longer, all the gains that we have made in tackling malnutrition since 1995 will be lost", warned Corsino of the WFP, which accounts for \$190 million of the \$221 million appeal for North Korea.

That amount is lower than last year as a result of the improved harvest. But WHO\'s appeal has increased from \$5·8 million to \$7 million---a reflection of the worsening health-care system.

Ergil Sorensen, who has worked in Pyongyang for 4 years as WHO representative, said most hospitals do not have running water, reliable supplies of electricity, heating in winter, or essential drugs.

"Conditions in hospitals have deteriorated because there has been almost no investment in the health sector for more than 10 years", he said. "Partly as a result, people are dying of diarrhoea, pneumonia, and malnutrition."

WHO has focused on tackling communicable diseases, such as tuberculosis and malaria. In the latter case, it claims success in bringing down the number of malaria cases from 300 000 in 2001 to 45 000 this year.

It is also upgrading the blood-transfusion system, providing equipment for diagnostic tests, and encouraging North Korea--- arguably the most isolated nation on earth---to learn more from international experiences of dealing with diseases that can easily cross borders. After the outbreak of severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS) in neighbouring China, the authorities in Pyongyang have reportedly been more willing to listen. This year, North Korean delegates attended a four-nation conference on malaria in China. And in October, WHO helped to arrange Pyongyang\'s first workshop on HIV awareness and prevention.

"We face a very difficult problem", said Sorensen. "But our work on tuberculosis and malaria has shown that it is possible to carry out effective health-care programmes with relatively modest means."
